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Abstract

The General Teaching Council England commissioned the National Foundation for Educational Research to carry out a large-scale survey of teachers in 2004. A systematic procedure was developed and utilized in order to formulate and develop research themes and research questions that were relevant to policy needs. The procedure that is articulated in this paper achieved a degree of success in marrying the needs and constraints of research with policy development. The underpinning purpose of doing this was to achieve meaningful co-ordination between two different paradigms: research and policy.

Introduction
The General Teaching Council for England (GTC) was established by the Teaching and Higher Education Act 1998.  It is the self-regulatory body for the profession in England.  All qualified teachers currently teaching in maintained schools and non-maintained special schools within England must be registered with the GTC.  The GTC’s remit is to guarantee standards of entry to the profession, and promote high quality continuing professional development, professional standards of teaching and professional practice, within an agreed framework of public accountability.  

The GTC is committed to being a research-informed organisation, and commissions a range of research and evaluation studies to support its policy-making.  As the profession’s regulatory body, it maintains a database of registered teachers and other persons defined by regulations.  The Council has been active in developing the use of its data as a research resource for both statistical information and surveys. 

The GTC commissions annually, a large-scale survey of registered teachers. The first of these was carried out in 2004 by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER). The overarching purpose of the annual surveys is to obtain data that will make a contribution to informing the development of policy within GTC and to the development of GTC initiatives.  In order to be able to do this the survey has to be designed to meet the policy development needs of the GTC. 

The problems of co-ordinating research with policy development  
There has been much literature written on the relationship between research and policy. The two are different paradigms. In any organisation, their different approaches have to be co-ordinated in such a way that meaningful interaction occurs. This is deceptively difficult to do. The differences between the paradigms are set out below. These occur in varying degrees in different organisations. Thus, some, not all, occur in the GTC.  

Different timelines
The development of policy is usually required to be on a relatively short timeline. This is particularly the case when policy development is reactive to circumstance or to a political situation. Even when policy development is proactive, relatively short timelines are still usual. Organisations need to have policy in place in order to maintain clarity of purpose and direction.

Large scale surveys such as the GTC annual survey can take eight months or more from inception to completion. Compressing the survey into a shorter timeline can have undesirable effects upon the robustness of the methodology and on the outcomes. However, if the survey is to serve its purpose and inform policy development then it must provide timely outcomes.

Different types of outcome
Policy developers tend to prefer unequivocal findings. They usually want decisive answers to the research questions being addressed. There is no guarantee that any piece of research, including a survey, however well designed, can provide this. Findings can be inconclusive.

Different criteria of success 
The outcome of research has to be valid and reliable. To achieve these critera of success the approach to the research has to be conceptually and methodologically robust. These criteria do not necessarily apply to policy developers. The main research criterion for policy developers is obtaining a piece of usable information. This is not to imply that policy developers are of necessity, disinterested in the quality assurance of research. What it does mean is that their main criterion of success can, in certain circumstances, be different.

 Different influences
Policy developers work in a political arena. They have to take cognisance of the political implications of their policies and to use the outcomes of research as far as possible to their political advantage. Researchers usually work at least 'once removed' from a political arena. Their major external influence is peer-group credibility.

The factors listed above can all contribute to make it difficult to co-ordinate research and policy development. In any organisation, it is too easy for co-ordination to be apparent and not actual. If actual co-ordination is to take place there should be a symbiotic relationship between research and policy development. In such a situation research strategy is based upon the needs of policy development and policy development (or at least some of it) is based upon current developments of interest within the research and teaching community. In this way research can be both reactive and proactive in the development of policy. Too often, it is at best reactive and at worst 'non-active'.  By the latter I mean, one of two occurrences, 1) the term 'research' is used as being intrinsically significant irrespective of the outcome of the research, i.e. the fact that research has been carried out in the course of the policy development is overstated and the findings of the research are understated or under-utilised. Or 2) the findings of the research are no longer relevant because the policy agenda has moved on.

In order for true co-ordination to take place there has to be:

· a sensitivity of researchers to the needs of policy developers;

· an understanding by policy developers of the strengths and limitations of research;

· an understanding of each others working constraints;

· a clear vision of what policy developers are aiming to achieve in specific terms;

· an understanding and agreement as to what research can and should contribute.

All of this can be summarised by saying that the general and specific purposes of the activities and how they relate to each other need to be in sharp focus.

The procedure for designing the GTC Survey 2004 

Cohen et al, (2003) identify three prerequisites to the design of any survey. They are; the specification of the exact purpose of the enquiry, the population on which it is to focus and the resources that are available. These three dimensions were used to give direction to the design procedure for the GTC Survey 2004.

The specification of the exact purpose of the enquiry
A four-phase approach was conceptualised to clarify and specify the purpose of the enquiry.

1. Clarify the general purpose.

2. Translate the general purpose into a specific aim or set of aims.

3. Identify and itemise topics that relate to the purpose and aims.

4. Formulate specific information requirements relating to each topic.

In practice this was not a linear process, particularly with regard to phases 2 to 4. 

Having progressed through the four phases it was then that the formulation of research questions could be addressed.

The population on which the Survey is to focus
The population is that of teachers who are registered with the GTC and actively employed. A specification of the population was agreed and drawn up in collaboration with NFER. This specified the boundaries of the population in relation to the complete content of the GTC registration database. It also specified exclusions, for example it was decided to exclude teachers who were over 65, because this part of the population is very small and also teachers from the independent sector, because this is an incomplete population.

The resources that are available
It was decided that the survey was to be carried out by means of a paper questionnaire, with an on-line version of the questionnaire being made available for all participants who preferred that mode of completion. One of the major constraints of a questionnaire is length. It was decided early on and in consultation with NFER that the questionnaire could not exceed 12 pages and it was thought that 20 questions would be the number of questions that could be comfortably fitted into this number of pages. This was taken to be the absolute maximum length on the grounds that anything longer is likely to have an adverse effect upon response rates.

The operationalisation of the procedure for designing the GTC Survey 2004

The procedure was operationalised in a workshop involving policy and research colleagues at GTC, the formulation of a working group and a series of meetings of that working group culminating in the production of a list of research questions. 

The workshop  

All colleagues working on policy development were invited to attend a workshop. In preparation for the workshop they were asked to consider what information they would like to glean from the Survey in relation to a) their particular fields of interest and b) the GTC as a whole.

The workshop was well attended and the session commenced with a brief discussion about the general purpose of the survey, which was:

to use the unique opportunity that the GTC registration database offers in being able to access the authentic voice of teachers as to their experiences and attitudes to key and topical educational issues.

This discussion was followed by a brain storming session to identify potential specific aims and related topics. These ideas were recorded on a flip chart and are listed in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Flip chart from brain storming session from Workshop

Specific aim:



to obtain information about domains of professional learning.

Related topics:



What type of work is useful prior to initial teacher training?



What sort of learning can be obtained through on-the-job training?



Are there new opportunities for career diversification?



What are the opportunities for learning to work with other professionals?



What are the opportunities for continuing professional development?



What are teachers' aspirations for specialisation?

Specific aim:

to obtain information to inform the GTC’s contribution to the construction of professional identity.  

Related topics:

What are teachers' roles in relation to; changing expectations, the future, potential teachers?

What is the role of a professional regulatory body?

What contribution can teachers make to 1) a professional body, 2) the professional community?

What do teachers understand about the 'public interest' in the role of a professional body?

What is the role of teachers in addressing under-achievement in the profession?

Which other professional bodies do teachers work with or need to work with?

How do teachers recognise their own professionalism?

How do teachers recognise professional learning in others?

Specific aim:



to obtain information to inform the articulation of teaching skills.

Related topic:



What skills do teachers have?


Do schools utilise these skills?



What opportunities for continuing professional development do teachers have?


Do teachers desire to be specialists?



What is meant by standards in teaching skills?

Specific aim:

to obtain information to inform the articulation and regulation of professional standards.

Related topic:



What do teachers understand 'professional standards' to mean?


Should teachers set professional standards?



Should teachers set entry standards?


What are teachers' perceptions of GTC's regulatory role?



What are teachers' perceptions of GTC's range of services?

Should continuing professional development be mandatory for re-registration?

What should teachers' responsibility be for their own learning?

The focus of the session then moved on to a short presentation about the nature of research questions. The sequence of development was explained as being:

Research topic/query ( research question ( questionnaire item

This schema was used to clarify roles. The GTC's role was to identify research topics and queries and to formulate these into research questions. It was the role of the research agency (NfER) to collaborate with GTC on the formulation of research questions and to refine them. It was solely the agency's role to formulate the questionnaire items, albeit, with editorial comment from GTC.

There then followed a brief presentation and discussion of the nature of research questions.

A research question has two basic properties:

· It is limited in scope, narrowed in focus and confined to a certain time, place and set of conditions;

· Some observable, tangible, countable evidence or data can be gathered which is relevant to the question.


                                             



 (Dixon et al 1987)

A research question is an empirical question. 

                             





(Strauss 1991: Cohen et al 2000)

The following are useful examples.

Research idea/query:

Does the use of machines in hospitals affect the interaction between staff and patients and if so, how?


Research question(s)




What types of machines are used in hospitals?




How does their use differ?




How are machines connected to patients?




- does it hurt?




- is the connection safe?




What are patients’ understandings of machines’ use?




What are patients’ judgements of machines use?




- by category of machine type




- by category of usage












(Strauss 1991)

Colleagues in the workshop were then asked to re-visit some of the areas of interest that they had identified in the brainstorming session and to see whether they could begin to formulate their research questions.

The purpose of this part of the exercise was for colleagues to begin to judge whether the information that they wanted to obtain was potentially obtainable through the medium of a survey.

The workshop was concluded with colleagues being asked to formulate their own individual lists of topics of interest and where possible to express these as research questions and to forward their completed lists to a working group. 

The Working Group

A working group was set up to work on the development of the research questions and to oversee the research agency's (NFER) development of the questionnaire items. The group comprised the Chief Executive, the Director of Policy, the Head of Communications, two members of the GTC research team and supporting administrative staff.

Framework of Research Questions
A framework of research questions grouped into six research themes was developed by the working group in consultation with members of the GTC Council. The research questions were compiled from (1) the written responses arising from the workshop; (2) discussions, subsequent to the workshop, with relevant teams within GTC;  (3) taking account of current surveys of teachers commissioned by other agencies and (4) with regard to some potential continuity of theme in subsequent GTC annual surveys.

The discussion with the relevant teams within GTC resulted in a broad list of research themes and issues. This list was far too large for inclusion in a single survey. In fact, it was sufficiently large to form the basis of a comprehensive research programme. The content of the list had to be prioritorised. Research questions were selected from the list for their suitability as potential questionnaire items. The outcome of this was the 'Framework of Research Questions'. The research themes included in the framework and their number of accompanying research questions can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1:  Framework of Research Questions

	Research Theme
	Number of Research Questions

	Teachers' perceptions of the changing nature of schools and teaching


	31

	Pupils' achievement


	13

	Professional learning and interaction


	15

	The development of professional practice in the future


	9

	Teaching as a career


	3

	Professional identity


	7


There still remained far too many research questions and the working group used the framework as the basis for further refinement. The group further prioritorised the research questions and the revised framework can be seen in Table 2. 

Table 2: Revised Framework of Research Questions

	Research Theme
	Number of Research Questions

	Teachers' perceptions of the changing nature of schools and teaching


	30

	Pupils' achievement


	9

	Professional learning and interaction


	6

	The development of professional practice in the future


	9

	Teaching as a career


	2

	Professional identity


	0


The formulation of the 'Framework of Research Questions' and its subsequent refinement took three prolonged meetings of the working group. In arriving at their decisions the working group had to make judgments about the internal and external policy climate at GTC, about the relative imperatives of having answers to the different research questions, of the use that could make of the outcome by the GTC  and of the impact on policy of that use.

In the course of this deliberation, it was decided to remove the theme of 'Professional identity', because that information could be more usefully obtained from teachers through focus groups. 

The revised 'Framework of Research Questions' was handed over to the research agency (NFER) team with instructions to carry out a further refinement and slimming down and also to produce preliminary drafts of potential questionnaire items.

The development of the questionnaire
The NFER produced a set of refined research questions and first drafts of questionnaire items. This material was used as the basis for the GTC working group in collaboration with the NFER to finalise decisions about the research themes and research questions that would be addressed in the survey. Table 3 shows the themes and research questions finally agreed upon.

Table 3: Research Themes and Research Questions Addressed in GTC Survey 2004

	Research Theme
	Number of Research Questions
	Research Questions

	Teachers' perceptions of the changing nature of schools and teaching


	2
	1. What effect have government initiatives and policies had on improving education?

2. How will teaching and learning change in the next ten years?

	Pupils' achievement


	3
	1. What aspects of the curriculum need more/less emphasis?

2. What strategies motivate disaffected pupils?

3. Is the balance of internal and external pupil assessment correct?

	Professional learning and interaction


	2
	1. What CPD opportunities have teachers had in the last 12 months?

2. What professional interactions have teachers had in the last 12 months?

	The development of professional practice in the future


	1
	In what ways will teachers' skills and  careers develop in the future?

	Teaching as a career


	3
	1. What support for career development have teachers had in the last 12 months?

2. What motivates teachers to stay in the profession?

3. What are teachers' career aspirations?


Having reached this stage, the working group and the NFER collaborated on the development of the items to go in the questionnaire. The NFER wrote and produced the questionnaire items and the GTC working group had editorial input in consultation with NFER.

The use of the outcomes of the Survey
There are two dimensions to the dissemination of the survey's findings; the communication of findings to internal audiences such as policy colleagues and the publication of the findings for external audiences.

The NFER team was contracted to make a presentation of the findings to key GTC personnel, including all of the working group.

In addition to this, the output of the survey was a written report and appendix contained in a single document, followed later by a separate technical appendix. The report was clearly written with an introductory executive summary. The accompanying appendix contained a wealth of data and the technical appendix contained information on the multi-variate analyses that had been carried out.

A summary paper was produced by GTC researchers for internal use with policy and communications colleagues. The paper comprised the main findings of the survey with supporting data written in condensed form. 

Further presentations were made by GTC researchers to policy colleagues, either in team groups or individually and ad-hoc discussions were held with policy colleagues to highlight or elucidate survey findings as and when appropriate to their particular area of work.

The Chief Executive and other policy colleagues included reference to relevant findings in  presentations to various bodies. Also, relevant survey findings were incorporated into GTC documentation.

The GTC Communications team managed the publication of the findings. Submissions were made to the national and educational press.  Specialised articles were written by GTC personnel for specific publications, for example an article on the findings from the survey on CPD was published in the magazine ‘Professional Development Today’.

The full NFER report was made available on both the GTC and the NFER websites in downloadable pdf format.

The outcome of the 2004 survey and the experience of the procedure for designing survey informed the subsequent planning for the design of the 2005 survey.

Conclusion
The procedure for the design and development of the 2004 survey was a rigorous process. It was intense and at times convoluted. However, it was necessary in order to achieve clarity of purpose, an understanding of function and consensus of content. All of these attributes are necessary if there is to be actual co-ordination between research and policy development.

During the course of the process, policy colleagues sharpened their understanding of the possibilities and limitations that a survey can offer. They had to make judgments about priorities. They had to make judgments about key issues and what were the key concepts within those. In doing this they had to re-visit their own conceptual understanding of those specific areas of the policy domains within which they were working and this gave GTC researchers access to those concepts.

It necessitated and achieved a positive working relationship, where a wide variety of colleagues were committed to achieving a common goal as well as individual goals. It provided a systematic, coherent and rigorous basis for the later development of the research instrument in the form of the questionnaire. Having gone through the process, it was more likely that colleagues would feel a degree of ownership of the survey and find the outcomes useful for their own work.

A similar procedure, in truncated form and much streamlined, was used for the development of the 2005 survey. There were two main reasons why this part of the 2005 survey cycle was more streamlined, 1) most of the themes and topics articulated in the 2004 development cycles were still relevant, and 2) almost all of the same people were involved.

With changes to policy interest and movement of staff, it will be likely in some future years to re-instate a less streamlined form of procedure.

So what about the limitations of the 2004 experience? It took a high level of commitment of all colleagues to contribute to the length and depths that they did. If this procedure is not managed sensitively it could be de-motivating for some colleagues.

The role of the survey and its findings was exclusively reactive to policy development. This is not particularly surprising as the 2004 survey was the first in the series of annual surveys and was in many ways a baseline. The content of future surveys may be able to be more proactive in informing directions of policy development. However, a proactive use of research in a policy environment is generally more difficult to achieve in any organisation.

This is not presented as a panacea. It is just one example of an approach that has had a degree of success in achieving a marriage of research and policy development.  Whilst much has been written about the theory of this marriage more needs to be written about its ways and styles of functioning. 
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